YUGOSLAV-HUNGARIAN RELATIONS 1953-1956


In the 1950s the Federal People’s Republic of Yugoslavia, with its charismatic leader Josip Broz Tito, soared into the spotlight of European and world politics. The reasons for Yugoslavia’s unique position in the early fifties and its successful balance with the East and West during the following years, or rather decades, were numerous; they intertwined and caused one another: it is enough to consider the Cold War context and the extraordinary political talent of Josip Broz. The country, which in 1948 separated from the monolithic socialist block (or was expelled from it, no matter), traced its independent route during the following five years and established its own state model, later to be named national communism. The main characteristics of this state socialism were evident in the democratisation of Yugoslav society, in the country’s opening towards the world, in the partial decentralisation of the state administration, in introducing self-government into the economy, and in abandoning the practice of forced collectivisation of villages. Nevertheless, as Tito searched for international allies, thereby solidifying the Non-allied Movement, within the country the boundaries of freedom were clearly outlined and the one-party system was not seriously threatened for decades.


Yugoslav political theory and practice had an enormous influence on other socialist countries and for some, such as Poland and Hungary, served as an example to be followed in liberalisation of society and independence of foreign policy from the Soviet Union. Relations between Yugoslavia and the People’s Democracies during the first post-war decade were, of course, influenced by Yugoslav-Soviet relations and, therefore, also passed through a few highly polarised phases: the tight Yugoslav-Soviet cooperation immediately after World War II initiated close connections with countries led by sibling communist parties. However, the drastic 1948 Yugoslav-Soviet breakup brought about total severance of relations with all Soviet satellites.


During the late 1940s and early 1950s Hungary took the lead in fierce anti-Yugoslav propaganda by the Eastern Block. Along with a strong media campaign, on Stalin’s initiative, purges among communists were reinstated and this time they were for the elimination of Titoists, against whom Moscow purported the existence of proofs of enemy activity directed against their own countries and the communist party, all under the employ of Josip Broz. Already in the summer of 1948, the Hungarian state and party leader as well as Stalin’s confidant, Mátyás Rákosi, received directives for preparing purges within the Hungarian Workers’ Party (CP of Hungary).
 The first victim was Lászlo Rajk, a distinguished communist, Spanish comrade, and Minister of Foreign Affairs. Rajk was arrested in the spring of 1949 and, after a staged trial in which he was found guilty of treason, was executed together with four other accused. This incident marked the start of a ghastly series of death penalties, life sentences, and long-term imprisonments in Hungary, with the wave of purges spreading to other People’s Democracies and lasting almost uninterrupted until the end of 1952. The Yugoslav-Eastern Block relations were frozen.

Restoring Severed Relations: Economic Reconnection


Stalin’s death in March 1953 paved the way towards reconciliation between Yugoslavia on one side and the Soviet Union with its satellites on the other. As in the previous era, Hungary was first in line after the Soviet Union. It was the first among East European countries to take the initiative for normalisation of relations with Yugoslavia, which Belgrade used in order to dispense with the north border tension. Negotiations regarding this matter, as well as effort in forming a joint Yugoslav-Hungarian commission for investigating and identifying border incidents, began in the summer of 1953.
  At the same time, various rail and river transport issues were regulated. However, Belgrade essentially acted with reserve, letting the other side take the initiative. Even the exchange of plenipotentiaries took place on Hungary’s initiative in August 1953. After establishing full diplomatic relations, commercial trade and some scientific, cultural, as well as sports, contacts were restored. Furthermore, steps to reestablish the relations from before 1949 were taken, such as, for example, cooperation with regards to control of contagious diseases, air traffic, extradition, and telecommunications. Scientific and cultural contacts were expanded; materials and delegations were exchanged. The border question was regulated. The Hungarian government even made steps towards the release of Yugoslav prisoners, mostly members of Yugoslav minority groups in Hungary who were finally released in the winter of 1955-1956.


Nonetheless, the most important aspect for further development of Yugoslav-Hungarian relations was the suspension of the anti-Yugoslav campaign in the media at the end of 1954, which itself was in line with the Yugoslav-Soviet reconciliation during the year.
 In October 1954, the representative of the Hungarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs informed our minister in Budapest of the decision to suspend the IB-emigration, to withdraw books and brochures of anti-Yugoslav character, and to ban the emigration newspaper “Za ljudsko zmago” (For People’s Victory).


Despite inertia and a series of problems, normalisation of Yugoslav-Hungarian economic relations, though overshadowed by politics, seems to have improved the most during this time. The unresolved financial and economic relations from 1948 had led to intermittent suspensions of cooperation. In September 1955 economic negotiations of the financial-trade delegations were suspended after three weeks due to obvious Hungarian tendencies to diminish its obligations towards Yugoslavia as well as to Yugoslavia’s exaggerated demands.
 During the first half of 1956, some important issues, which had impeded further development of Yugoslav-Hungarian relations, were settled. At the end of May, an agreement regarding Yugoslav financial demands for war reparations was reached. Financial agreements and agreements regarding scientific and technological collaboration were signed. Hungary obligated itself to deliver 85 million dollars in commodities to Yugoslavia in equal installments over the next five years.
 After negotiations in Belgrade in mid-June, a trade contract was signed, valid through to the end of 1957, with which barter was regulated and trade capacity was lifted from 14 to 40 million dollars per year in both directions.
 

             Changes in the Hungarian rule in July 1956, which will be discussed below, incited further economic cooperation. In the second half of July, even an air traffic agreement was reached.
 During that summer, various Yugoslav and Hungarian delegations exchanged visits: trade unions, jurists, and metal workers. Preliminary Yugoslav-Hungarian economic negotiations were held in Budapest in early August and Belgrade was to host another meeting of the two governments in September regarding expansion of commercial relations.
 After a week of Belgrade negotiations, on September 19, a Protocol was signed, which defined further development of Yugoslav-Hungarian cooperation with regards to investing, barter, industrial cooperation, transport, hydroelectric plants, and tourism. Certain contracts were signed: between the Yugobank and the Hungarian Bank for Foreign Trade, between representatives of Yugoslav and Hungarian electrical industry, as well as between representatives of transport companies of the two countries. Since Hungary lacked the energy sources and raw materials Yugoslavia possessed, it was interested in investing into the basic branches of Yugoslav industry; cooperation between the banks anticipated joint investments onto foreign markets; for better transportation of Hungarian commodities across Yugoslavia, new border crossings were set up and traffic communication towards Rijeka was improved as Hungary sought storage space there; interest was shown towards erecting hydroelectric plants on the Drava and in Djerdap.  Both sides agreed that with this contract a firm base for future development of economic relations was founded.


While Yugoslav-Hungarian relations within industry and society somehow continued to advance, stagnation in further normalisation of state and party relations was evident already early in 1955.

State-Party Relations and Informal Contacts


The collective Soviet Union leadership was aware of the difficult economic situation and generally unsatisfactory state of East European societies and thereof the need to revise Stalin’s politics. Immediately after Stalin’s death, Malenkov proclaimed a new course, which was most apparent in agriculture and in orientation toward a consumers’ society.


From among all East European states, Hungary again went furthest in implementing the new course politics. It was the only country which had in its party’s rule a person who sincerely strove for reforms: a pre-war communist, agricultural expert, and first post-war Minister of Agriculture, Imre Nagy, who already in 1947 parted with Rákosi exactly with regards to collectivisation of villages and politics towards kulaks. He was expelled from the Hungarian CP Politburo early in 1948, but was reinstated in 1951, and now, in 1953, under the request of the Soviet leadership, was appointed Prime Minister of the Hungarian government. In mid-June, a select Hungarian leadership, with Rákosi at the head, was summoned to Moscow where they were, in Nagy’s presence, given instructions for further government of the country. Due to disagreements within the Soviet rule, Rákosi managed to retain his position as Party Secretary and after a self-criticism presented at a meeting of the Central Committee of the Hungarian Workers’ Party on June 28, 1953, he, along with his most loyal associates (E. Gerő, M. Farcas, J. Révai) unwillingly accepted the new party line.


In his famous inaugural speech in the Parliament on July 4, Imre Nagy presented a revision of Rákosi’s new five-year plan: to relinquish heavy industry in favour of light and food industries as well as to plan an increase in agricultural production. He announced the abolition of farmers’ communes if most of their members so willed, liberalisation of society, religious tolerance, and, in general, democratisation of political life.
 


Nagy’s progressive ideas had strong impact. Hungary was revitalised. All groups of society (peasants, workers, especially young intellectuals) felt as if awakened from a nightmare and insisted on being included in the social changes. However, the new economic politics was sabotaged by Rákosi and the Stalinist circle around him, insuring that the positive results Nagy had expected could not be achieved. On a few occasions in 1954, Nagy complained to Moscow regarding Rákosi’s hindrance, but none of the mentoring currents within the Soviet rule was sufficiently powerful to impose its own protégé. By supporting two diametrically opposite politics, that of Nagy and that of Rákosi, Moscow largely contributed to the increase of general insecurity and distrust in Hungary, which brought about the turbulent events of October 1956.


The Third Congress held in May 1954, supported the reform politics of the Hungarian government by accepted resolutions, and also, in October 1954, at a meeting of the Central Committee of the Hungarian Workers’ Party, Nagy succeeded, by strongly rebuking Stalinists in his speech, in gaining the majority. Only few months later, in March 1955, as Nagy’s protector, Malenkov, lost power, Rákosi managed to make the same Central Committee condemn, by a new resolution, Nagy’s politics as right-wing, and to thereby remove Nagy from the position of Prime Minister and from the Politburo.
 

            The evident existence of two different concepts regarding Hungarian internal development along with antagonism among their supporters directly influenced normalisation of Yugoslav-Hungarian relations. There was no doubt as to which notion appealed to Yugoslavia. During the implementation of the new course politics, mutual association of the two countries began by interstate collaboration in various fields and the personal connections formed with reform-wing representatives were retained after Nagy’s fall as well. The contact that the First Secretary of the Yugoslav Embassy, Milan Georgijević, established in 1954 with Miklós Vásárhelyi, an official of the Secretariat of Information and Nagy’s close collaborator and journalist, transformed, after the fall of Imre Nagy’s government, into regular clandestine meetings until the second Soviet intervention on November 4, 1956. Through contacts with Vásárhelyi and the party newspaper Szabad Nép journalist Miklos Gimes, Yugoslav leadership was well informed not only of the Hungarian internal situation, but also of the Soviet politics towards Hungary, and even further, of the relations within the Eastern block.
 Yugoslavs were aware of the obstacles in implementing Nagy’s views. An analysis of the Hungarian internal situation, written by the Ministry of Internal Affairs in August 1955, judged Imre Nagy’s actions to have been premature, that is, that the situation was not objectively ready for their implementation; a suspicion about Nagy’s return to power was expressed, “due to his ideas not corresponding to the views of the majority of the party members…and because his notions were not favourable to Russian interests”.
 It was stated that the new course, nonetheless, had taken root, so that Rákosi was not in a position to stop the process of liberalisation of society due to the progressive forces’ tendency for propagation, especially within intellectual circles. Through its informal contacts Yugoslav leadership had evidence of the strengthening of the so-called “middle line” within the Hungarian communist party (J. Kádár, Z. Vas, I. Kovács). Members of this bent were aware of the need to remove Rákosi from the political scene; there were indications that they enjoyed the support of at least one part of the Soviet rule. During the March CC HWP plenum (when Nagy fell), Suslov, who at the time was in Budapest, had a lengthy conversation with Kovács; the support Kovács gave to the March resolution was the result of the Russian request that his group should act accordingly.
 

             The Yugoslav assessment of the Hungarian stance was that the Hungarian leadership was still at its 1948 position: Rákosi, as the head of the 1949-1952 anti-Yugoslav campaign, could not accept the development of Yugoslav-Hungarian cooperation as independent socialist states. Mutual reserve and distrust was enormous: the Yugoslav conclusion was that closer relations with Hungary were impossible as long as Mátyás Rákosi was at the top. In the summer of 1955, the Yugoslav stand was clearly defined: to insist on revision of Rajk’s trial (not accepting internal revision) and on full Yugoslav rehabilitation, which itself had already influenced Rákosi’s position. Furthermore, Yugoslav representatives at the Budapest embassy were requested to increase activity towards the members of the “middle line”, that is, to make personal contacts with those members of the Hungarian Politburo who were known to be interested in improving relations with Yugoslavia. As far as collaboration with Nagy and his adherents was concerned, the Yugoslav Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ recommendation was to not accept public involvement in Nagy’s actions, in spite of his request, because some steps of the Yugoslav rule, such as insisting on the Rajk trial revision, or public statements by Yugoslav leaders criticising Hungarian rule, were already a direct support of Nagy.
 


Therefore, Yugoslav-Hungarian party relations had not moved from the standstill to which they were brought in 1949, which, as we see, was not even surprising. During the time since the start of normalisation, Yugoslavia strove to prevent the misuse of its formal relations with the Hungarian government for propaganda, endeavouring to be constructive in resolving problems of mutual importance.


The Soviet leadership’s visit to Yugoslavia and the Belgrade Declaration of June 2, 1955, justified Tito’s struggle against Stalin, and Yugoslavia was acknowledged, at least by declaration, to have its independent socialist development. Legitimisation of polycentric communism deeply impressed East European countries and had great influence on the stability in the region, primarily in Poland and Hungary. 


The Belgrade Declaration brought Mátyás Rákosi to an unfavourable position and at the same time strengthened opposition currents against him. Many influential Hungarian intellectuals supported the former Prime Minister Imre Nagy. In certain statements by Hungarian officials positive effects of the Declaration on Yugoslav-Hungarian relations were noticeable: readiness for further improvement of relations and, partly, admittance of culpability for disrupted relations during the previous era, and announcement of the main culprit, the former head of the Hungarian secret police, “Hungary’s Beria”, Péter Gábor, arrested already in 1952, without possibility of defence. In his speech at the Csepel meeting on August 8, 1955, while presenting the need for normalisation of Yugoslav-Hungarian relations, Mátyás Rákosi stated that Péter Gábor was to be held responsible for tensions, irregularities, and accusations that thwarted Yugoslav-Hungarian relations.
 That was Rákosi’s response to Tito’s presentation in Karlovac ten days earlier, at the Croatian People’s Uprising celebration.
 Within Rákosi’s speech, the issue of Rajk’s rehabilitation was clearly avoided, prompting the former Szabad Nép editor, Miklos Gimes, to raise the question of Rajk’s trial revision at a journalists’ meeting. The reply he received was in the form of express removal from the Party.


In considering the period of Yugoslav-Hungarian bilateral relations from the Belgrade Declaration until the Twentieth Congress of the CPSU, two distinct phases are evident: within the first, which lasted until the severance of economic negotiations in September 1955, important steps were taken towards reviving Yugoslav-Hungarian cooperation at the state level; within the second, the Yugoslav-Hungarian relations hit a dead-end. Each side blamed the other for this, pointing out its own willingness for renewed cooperation while denying the interest of the other. It was apparent that, as long as Rákosi was at Hungary’s top, there would be no chance of full normalisation of bilateral relations.


The Twentieth Congress of the CP of the Soviet Union in February 1956 prompted further development of the Soviet-Yugoslav relations. Furthermore, continued development of Budapest-Belgrade relations was promoted, inevitably leading to Rákosi’s removal in July of the same year. There was no possibility for Rákosi to remain as the head of Hungary’s communist party; not even an assertion as the one he gave The New York Times
 in March 1956, nor such moves as the March rehabilitation of Lászlo Rajk, could keep him at that position. The increase of discontent with Rákosi’s government at all levels of Hungarian society, frequent protests against him and demands for democratisation, disturbed the Soviet rulers who were, due to similar events in Poland, gaining the uneasy feeling of losing control: admitting to Stalin’s errors ought to have restored trust in the Soviet rule, not pulled Eastern Block countries from Soviet control, just as Khrushchev’s repentant 1955 Belgrade visit should have prepared the ground for Yugoslavia’s return to the Block. The events in Hungary were not headed in a direction favourable to the Soviets. Distressing information from the Russian ambassador in Budapest, Yuri Andropov, about the increase of opposition to Rákosi within the Hungarian Worker’s Party, forced Moscow to take action. Mikhail Suslov who, as a member of the Presidium of the CC CPSU, was given the task of dealing with Hungary in June 1956, left for Budapest in order to once more, in the name of Soviet rule, give support to Rákosi, but he did not find the situation as alarming as Andropov had portrayed.
 During Suslov’s stay in Budapest, a Yugoslav delegation headed by Josip Broz went to Moscow to reciprocate Khrushchev’s visit. According to the Yugoslav ambassador in Moscow at the time, Veljko Mićunović, the Yugoslav delegation had refrained from commenting on Suslov’s visit to Hungary,
 but it was enough of a message that the first Yugoslav visit to the Soviet Union after reestablishing relations was via Romania, and not, as was customary, via Hungary. Soviets were well aware of Tito’s antagonism towards Rákosi. The lack of popular support for the detestable Stalinist leader in his own country, along with Tito’s pressure on Moscow, effected the removal of Mátyás Rákosi from the top during the meeting of the Central Committee of the Hungarian Workers’ Party on July 18, 1956. This time, the Soviet leadership urgently sent Anastas Mikoyan. The urgency was instigated by Yuri Andropov’s July 9 dispatch which, among other things, contained information that ”internal forces of Hungarian reactions are becoming careless and because of this are gaining certain moral support within the Yugoslav press”.
 Already on July 13, Mikoyan, at a CC HWP Politburo meeting, proposed to sacrifice Rákosi in order to maintain the regime. Members of the Politburo, Lajos Ács and Antal Apro, informed him of the decision of sending a letter to Yugoslav comrades asking for full normalisation of relations, but Soviet support for that was necessary.  Mikoyan sent this proposal, along with the proposal for Rákosi’s resignation, for approval to the CPSU Central Committee on July 16.
 By informing Tito immediately of Rákosi’s removal, Khrushchev invited, through ambassador Mićunović, Tito's consent that Mikoyan visit Yugoslavia directly from Hungary, with which he wanted to impose the impression that Moscow was handling the situation in Hungary in accordance with Belgrade. As much as Mikoyan’s visit was undesirable, Yugoslav leadership could not evade it.
 Soviets opted for this unique fait accompli politics due to concern over increasing Yugoslav influence on Hungary and Poland, and to some extent on other East European countries as well, knowing that Tito, by refusing Mikoyan’s visit, would not have wanted to risk another Soviet-Yugoslav deterioration. At the close of that summer, the Presidium of the CC CPSU even sent a secret circular letter to East European leaders, warning them that the Soviet Union would not tolerate excessive praise of the Yugoslav state and social model.

Therefore, on July 19, Mikoyan flew from Budapest to Brioni to recommend Ernő Gerő to Yugoslav comrades. Yugoslavs could not have been pleased with the choice for Rákosi’s successor due to the fact that Gerő was his closest associate.  Immediately after being appointed to the position of Secretary General of the Party, Gerő sent Tito a letter: while expressing regrets for past errors of the Central Committee of the HWP, he proposed a meeting of party delegations in the near future either in Belgrade or in Budapest.
 In the meantime, while waiting for a response, Gerő continued with a soft line: the number of articles about Yugoslavia as a socialist country increased; even the brochure “The Truth about Yugoslavia” was published.
 The Hungarian government decided to allow the return of all persons who were forcibly resettled from the border area after 1949.
 A further step towards normalisation of relations was the agreement between the two governments to promote the diplomatic missions to the level of embassy. Nonetheless, Hungarian leadership had to wait for the response to the letter of July 19 almost two months because Tito was still refusing to accept Gerő as Rákosi’s successor. One of the reasons for this can be found in the October 12, 1956 party report on Yugoslav-Hungarian relations: despite listing positive changes in Hungarian politics towards Yugoslavia, Yugoslav observers stressed that Yugoslavia still continued to be considered from the Block viewpoint with a tendency to incorporate it into the Socialist Block and that the Hungarian leadership continued to avoid publicly announcing the truth about the Yugoslav part in the struggle against Stalinism.
  Tito finally responded to Gerő on September 11, accepting the proposal to meet and suggesting that it take place later in October or in November.
 On behalf of CC HWP, in a letter of September 20, István Kovács reconfirmed the meeting which was scheduled for October 15, 1956 in Belgrade.
 

Due to the conviction that the Yugoslav-Hungarian party rapprochement could resolve Hungary’s internal problems
 and neutralise Yugoslav influence on Hungary, this visit was painstakingly prepared by Soviet and Hungarian comrades. After Tito’s June visit to Moscow, contacts between Yugoslav and Soviet leaders became more frequent and in August, Tito, through ambassador Mićunović, invited Khrushchev for a personal visit to Yugoslavia. Khrushchev accepted the invitation under the condition that the two of them return to Crimea together, where they would vacation for another week. This comradeship was planned for the second half of September.
 Khrushchev used his summer vacation with Tito to, among other things, bring the Yugoslav and the Hungarian leaderships closer: during their stay on Crimea, unexpectedly for Yugoslav guests, Ernő Gerő appeared, and probably it was there that the particulars relating to the forthcoming visit of the Hungarian delegation to Yugoslavia were settled.
 

The one-week visit of the delegation of the Hungarian Workers’ Party commenced on October 15, 1956. The delegation was chaired by Secretary General Ernő Gerő and consisted of another four Politburo members: András Hegedűs, János Kádár, Antal Apro, and István Kovács. On the Yugoslav side, taking part in the talks  were: the Secretary General of the CPY, Josip Broz Tito, the Secretary of the Executive Committee, Aleksandar Ranković, members of the Executive Committee, Moša Pijade, Svetozar Vukmanović, Ivan Gošnjak, Vladimir Bakarić, Lazar Koliševski, and members of the CC CPY Dobrivoje Radosavljević and Dušan Petrović.
 Negotiations began at the Beli Dvor immediately upon the Hungarian delegation's arrival. In his salutatory address, Tito indicated the importance of the visit with respect to Yugoslav-Hungarian relations and socialist relations in general, stressing that  renewed state-party cooperation would be extremely advantageous for resolving many issues that had been open for years. By continuing in Tito's open and optimistic tone regarding future cooperation between the two countries, Gerő, nevertheless, refered to the  past years by asserting that the Hungarian Workers' Party  was effecting everything to rectify the errors commited against Yugoslavia and to remove all obstacles which impeded the regulation of bilateral relations. However, state relations were improving along with cultural and sports associations, and the party relations, currently being renewed, could but only positively affect the strenghtening of all other relations; within this context, party relations were very important so Gerő proposed permanent contacts between the two parties. By continuing his presentation on party affiliations, Gerő remarked on the inadequate portrayal of Hungarian events by the Yugoslav press,  this being an accusation of Yugoslav comrades for meddling in Hungarian internal affairs. Tito agreed that all mutual criticisms and reproofs should be expressed in a manner which would not be detrimental for socialist relations; he accepted Hungarian reprimands regarding  Yugoslav press accounts and emphasised that the relations of the two parties should be based on the Belgrade Declaration principles, that is, without interference in internal affairs. However, Moša Pijade noted that it was incorrect to associate the views of the press with the principles of the CC CPY because of the freedom of the press, and  János Kádár attempted to soften  Gerő's stance by stressing that they did not even think that Yugoslavia was attempting to interfere with Hungarian internal affairs.
 However, the negotiations were formal and of the openness both sides had advocated there was virtually nothing.  Regarding to questions of party relations, opposing stands of some of the members of the Hungarian delegation were already evident in the first presentations. While Gerő examined details and particular questions, Kádár  insisted on elucidating principles. Hegedűs noted that they wanted to use all positive Yugoslav experiences and proposed that, with the goal of becoming acquainted with Yugoslavia's successes, they exchange party delegations at all levels. Guests, in lengthy discussions with their hosts, considered and put forth proposals for some important economic issues and further cooperation in that area, but Svetozar Vukomanović underlined that  for joint investments and the utililisation of raw materials Yugoslavia did not currently have the necessary finances. Discussions continued through the following day and, after the Belgrade negotiations, a five-day tour of  Yugoslavia was organised for the Hungarian delegation in order for it to become familiar with matters for which Hungarians had shown an interest. The closing talks were held on October 22 in Belje. During the formulation of a joint report, differences in the stands of the two parties, evident at each meeting, were displayed: Hungarian representatives wanted to put emphasis on interstate problems while their Yugoslav hosts attempted to stress the importance of equality between the states, parties, and people, and the situation of the International Workers' Movement after the Twentieth Congress of the CP of the Soviet Union.
 After being adjusted at length, an agreement on friendship and cooperation between the two countries was signed and Tito accepted an invitation for a return visit of a Yugoslav delegation, avoiding to set a date for it.


In spite of the renewal of interparty relations, Gerő's visit to Yugoslavia had not impressed the opposition within the Hungarian Workers' Party, nor the oppostion within the country as a whole. On the day of his return to Budapest, October 23, 1956, the Hungarian insurrection  began.

Hungary's  1956 Crisis and Yugoslavia


 Expelled from the Politburo of HWP at the March 1955 Plenum, Imre Nagy, symbolising the struggle against Stalinism, quickly became a national hero. His sincere endeavours for democratic socialism
 attracted a group of reform communists (Géza Losonczy, Ferenc Donáth, Miklós Vásárhelyi, and Sándor Haraszti) who formed a parallel political centre. Furthermore, the Writers' Association was one of the larger anti-Rákosi strongholds. The monolithic character of the government was definitely lost when in March 1956, at the initiative of the communist youth, the Petőfi Circle was formed, conceived as a debate club. Discussions on economic politics, the agricultural situation, history and philosophy, the educational system, and the press transformed into massive opposition meetings. When Rákosi decided on a final confrontation with these groups  in the brutal Stalinist manner, his dismissal arrived from Moscow.
 


In selecting Rákosi’s successor, the Soviet leadership could not at the time accept the most popular Hungarian politician, Imre Nagy, due to his alleged turns to the right, nor János Kádár, favoured by the Party apparatus, as he did not seem sufficiently reliable, so it decided on a variant that served only to prolong the agony of the Hungarian people and system. The ghastly procession of hundreds of thousands of people reenacting Rajk’s funeral on October 6 in Budapest, the arrest of one of the leading organisers of purges, Mihály Farkas, a week later, and the concurrent return of Nagy to the Party, the formation of student noncommunist organisations throughout Hungary, were events which unavoidably led towards the widespread general rebellion against the Soviets.


On October 22 student gatherings at universities in Budapest, Szeged, Miskolc, Pécs, and other cities, began as a symbol of support of the fourteen-point proclamation draughted in the Petőfi Circle, with which democratic socialism was demanded. In the morning of October 23, the Hungarian delegation, led by Gerő, returned from its visit to Yugoslavia and, on arrival in Budapest, went directly to the Party headquarters, where they alternately presented contradictory decisions regarding the demonstrations. As a result, the Party leadership was morally disreputed. By the evening, the mass of students, joined by a large number of citizens, had gathered in front of the Parliament, shouting Nagy’s name. Addressing the nation by radio, Gerő, by condemning the demonstrators, only worsened the situation. The first shots were heard in front of the building.


Panicking, the Hungarian leadership (Ernő Gerő) sought Soviet military intervention, and the Central Committee urgently brought Nagy back to the Politburo and entrusted him with the mandate for appointing the members of the new government in the morning of October 24. The Soviet military intervention only incited the Hungarian fight for freedom. Police and, in part, the army took the side of the people; a part of the army remained inert in the barracks. During the warring on Budapest streets, workers started to take control within the factories and to form workers’ councils.


For nearly the duration of the uprising, Mikoyan, Suslov, and, the head of the KGB, Serov stayed in Budapest. On Mikoyan’s initiative, Gerő was dismissed at a Politburo meeting on October 25, and János Kádár was appointed Secretary General of the Party. The reform forces gained the majority within the party rule and Nagy formed a coalition government, instating into it representatives of the former Smallholder Party. After the initial hesitation and uncertainty, Nagy, in a radio announcement on October 28, denounced the Soviet intervention and for the first time clearly connected national freedom with the development of democratic socialism within the country. He invited the Soviet troops to withdraw from Budapest and announced the start of negotiations with the Soviets regarding a full retraction of their forces from the country. The government in reality had only formal authority. The revolution unrestrainedly spread throughout Hungary. Workers’ councils and revolutionary committees sprouted everywhere. The right wing revived, anticommunism gained momentum. Apart from forming new political groups, the old ones were reactivated.


Already on October 30 Nagy announced the abolition of the one-party system in which he gained Kádár’s support and, a day later, the Secretary General himself abrogated the Hungarian Workers’ Party and proclaimed the formation of a new Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party. Nagy went a step further and announced Hungary’s secession from the Warsaw Pact and asked the United Nations for support in preserving Hungary’s neutrality. The United Nations and the West remained passive and, only with the second military intervention on November 4, 1956, did the Soviet Union succeed in stifling the revolution and reestablishing state socialism in Hungary with János Kádár as the head, who had sided with the Soviets on November 1.
 


The October events in Hungary put Yugoslavia into an unenviable position considering that Tito had just given support to Gerő’s regime. Nevertheless, when Nagy was appointed Premier and when János Kádár replaced Gerő, the new Hungarian leadership immediately received Yugoslav support. This was also evident in Borba’s reports: all articles regarding Hungary were given a positive connotation. In the account of October 25, Borba’s correspondent stated that the contra-revolution would be suppressed ”to the extent that the government would abandon its stance of hesitation”.
 Yugoslav communists expressed their satisfaction with the appointment of Kádár as the head of Hungarian communists, considering him to be amicably disposed towards Yugoslavia and believing that Kádár and Nagy would succeed in the democratisation of Hungarian society.
 However, the Yugoslav stand towards the Hungarian revolution was ambivalent: on one side, they wanted the Stalinist leadership removed and the appointment of people who were uncompromised by the horrid hounding on Yugoslavia at the time of the Informburo (thereby the particular contacts with Nagy and his associates and the support they had in Yugoslav media); but on the other side Yugoslavia did not want any country of the Eastern Block, having seceded from it, threatening the unique position it had acquired within the Block constellation of the world. Furthermore, as a one-party state, Yugoslavia could not accept the introduction of representatives from former Hungarian democratic parties to the Hungarian government, and the Yugoslav position towards Hungarian events began changing, which could also be seen by the press accounts.  Fear of contra-revolution in Hungary became prevalent and each subsequent step taken by the Yugoslav leadership relied on consultations with the Soviets. On Soviet initiative, on October 29, 1956 a letter of support for the Hungarian Workers’ Party was conveyed, in which Tito expressed regrets for the tragic events in their country and asked the Hungarian people to desist with the struggle, and at the same time welcoming the democratisation of public life, introduction of workers councils, and democratic self-government.
 In this letter, as well as in directives to the Yugoslav ambassador in Budapest, Dalibor Soldatić, Tito cautioned that the situation could escape control and shift to benefit the reactionary forces; this anxiety of the Yugoslav leadership, Soldatić communicated to Nagy and Kádár on November 1, 1956.

By examining archives which were made available to researchers in the 1990s, Russian historian Leonid Gibianski determined that, from the start of the Hungarian uprising, the Soviet leadership was inclined towards military intervention, but after the first intervention and the ill experience the Soviet troops had with the rebelling masses, they pulled tactical moves which included  Nagy's appointment as Premier as well as the withdrawal of Soviet units from Budapest in late October and early November. The Soviets had to take into account  the  reactions of  Eastern Block countries as well as those at the wider international level; on October 31 the Presidium of  the CC CPSU decided on another millitary intervention
 and, during the first days of November, heads of all East European countries, China, and Yugoslavia were consulted regarding this decision. The Soviets were mostly interested in the Yugoslav leadership's position, being aware of the huge influence of Yugoslav's propaganda on the Hungarian opposition and of the extraordinary support Tito had given to Nagy  by the October 29 letter. In the meantime,  Hungarian events unwound in a direction dissapointing for Josip Broz: instead of the Yugoslav  model, Hungary had chosen the Austrian. Secret negotiations on Brioni during the night between November 2 and 3, between Khrushchev and Malenkov and Tito, Kardelj, and Ranković, attended by Veljko Mićunović,  brought considerable relief to the Soviets. Not only had Tito agreed with the military intervention, but he also promised to support the removal of  Imre Nagy and his followers from Hungary's political life.
 This promise was not kept and Yugoslavia soon found itself in an uncomfortable position, since Nagy, after proclaiming the November 4 Soviet intervention as unlawful, found himself along with a group of about fifteen associates at the Yugoslav embassy.


According to the credible official Yugoslav version, on Friday, November 2, when news of the arrival of Soviet military units to Hungary was already circulating about Budapest, a member of the Politburo, Zoltán Szánto, posed, in the name of his comrades and himself, to the Yugoslav ambassador the question of asylum “in case of necessity”. Soldatić conferred with Belgrade and in the afternoon of November 3 informed Szanto that Yugoslavia was prepared to extend protection under the condition that they immediately come to the embassy.
 The answer was expected on Sunday, November 4. Meanwhile, the Soviet attack on Budapest started and, as Edvard Kardelj, vice-president of the FPRY, accents in the letter of November 18, 1956 to the Hungarian government, “the conference regarding asylum was not concluded. Instead, on the same day, early in the morning, by relying on previous talks, Nagy and Szánto and 14 other government leaders together with their families came to our embassy”.
 From the telegramme to Soldatić of November 4, it can be ascertained that, during the previous day, Soldatić, carrying out instructions from Belgrade, advised that it was desirable for Nagy, before transferring to Yugoslavia, to give a statement supporting the declared Kádár’s government.
 Although, the terms of asylum had not been determined when Soviets advanced on Budapest the second time, the only solution for Nagy and his associates was to take refuge at the Yugoslav embassy. In the same telegramme Soldatić was asked to communicate to Nagy that Yugoslavs had never stipulated that giving the statement was a condition for granting asylum, but “if he wanted to give the statement, he should give it while in Hungary”. Transferring Hungarian comrades to Yugoslavia was still implied, but, considering the Soviet occupation, it depended on Soviet guarantees.
 


Yugoslavs immediately informed the Soviet leadership of the new turn of events and asked that the transfer of the group at the embassy to Yugoslavia be made possible. At the same time, they asked that the Soviets secure the embassy by troops, fearing incursion into the building, even though Ranković himself, in a telegramme to Soldatić of November 5, expressed doubts of such a possibillity.
 This tactical move of the Yugoslav rule brought about, during the same day, more adversity: during the firing of a Soviet tank on the embassy, a Yugoslav official was killed, all of which, Koča Popović, the Minister of Foreign Affairs at the time, energetically protested to the Soviet ambassador in Belgrade.
 


The Soviet leadership certainly did not want to leave Nagy and comrades to Yugoslavia and, therefore, several-week negotiations on resolving the question of asylum among the Yugoslav, Hungarian, and Soviet leaderships started. Negotiations with Kádár’s government regarding Nagy's fate were led by ambassador Dalibor Soldatić, following Ranković's instructions,  until the arrival of Dobrivoje Vidić, aide to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, to Budapest on November 19. Various options appeared and with time Yugoslavia was in an increasingly difficult position, while the immured at the embassy increasingly weakened, what the Soviet side, which eventually formally withdrew from negotiations, was counting on. When the possibillity of transfer to Yugoslavia was dropped, the Soviets proposed Romania as the country which would accept Nagy and comrades.
 A Romanian delegation even arrived in Yugoslavia to negotiate the matter.
 Not only had Nagy categorically rejected that,  but it also seemed morally unacceptable to the Yugoslavs because it would have meant an indirect surrender of  Nagy to the Soviets. During the stay at the embassy, Yugoslav representatives continually advised Nagy to resign from the position of Prime Minister and retract his proclamation of Soviet aggression, but, as  he saw in this the possibility of being tried  for treason, he consistently rejected that as well.
 On arrival in Budapest, Dobrivoje Vidić presented to János Kádár a letter from the government of the FPRY in which the results of the negotiations with the Hungarian government were summarised. At the same time, after talking with Nagy and receiving his approval, Vidić demanded from the Hungarian government a written guarantee that Nagy and comrades may leave the embassy without fear of arrest. Finally, on November 21 such a guarantee was received: Janos Kádár, in a letter to the vice-president of the  FPRY,  Edvard Kardelj, among an excess of statements unacceptable from the Yugoslav viewpoint, stated in one of the last paragraphs that the “Hungarian government…does not want to punish Imre Nagy and the members of his group for former actions… they may leave the Yugoslav embassy and are free to return home.”
 


Having received a written guarantee, authorised at an interstate level (this  was the first international act by Kádár's govenment), Nagy and his friends decided to leave the embassy. On the initiative of Ferenc Műnnich, the Minister of Defence and Internal Affairs in Kádár's government, it was agreed that, on November 22, a Hungarian bus would arrive for Nagy and comrades. At the agreed upon time the bus appeared in front of the embassy, recent asilents got on it and were instantly deported to Romania. This arrest of Nagy and comrades by the Soviets was performed with the full approval of the Hungarian government: at the proposal of Soviet officials who at the time were in Budapest, it was decided to arrest Nagy and, while signing the guarantee, Kádár was familiar with  that Soviet decision.


After Nagy's abduction, Yugoslavia found itself in an awkward position relative to the international public opinion: by giving asylum to Nagy, it paved the way for Kádár's government, but then was not able to protect Nagy from the Soviets. Nothing more could be done, apart from vain protestations. Already in the speech to Party activists in Pula on November 11, 1956, Tito attempted to justify the Yugoslav position: he condemned the first Soviet intervention in Hungary, stressing that Hungarian and Soviet errors brought about the tragic October events. On the other hand, he expressed his conviction that the second Soviet intervention was “a lesser evil”, having prevented a “contra-revolution” in Hungary and Hungary’s withdrawal from the Warsaw Pact.
 Although the Pula speech pleased no one, it nevertheless represented support to the Eastern Block and the Soviet politics at the time. All further incidents relating to Nagy's asylum and his abduction on leaving the building deepened the rift  between Yugoslavia on one side and Soviet Union and Hungary on the other. A series of sharply worded diplomatic notes, which were soon exchanged on the relation Belgrade-Moscow and Belgrade-Budapest, unavoidably led to a new deterioration of relations between Yugoslavia and these two communist states.  

* * *


The October events in Hungary caused an emigration of about two hundred thousand people. Most Hungarians sought refuge in Austria. Between the first and second Soviet interventions, mostly members of the Hungarian secret police with families, fearing persecution, fled to Yugoslavia (estimates of their number were from a thousand and a half to two thousand people), but most of them returned after the situation had calmed. After the rebellion was stifled, when re-enforced control of the western border made escape hazardous, about twenty thousand people crossed the southern border by the spring of 1957.  Already in November 1956, during the Nagy negotiations, Yugoslavia posed the question of refugees, demanding a prompt reaction from Kádár’s government, and as their influx increased, the problem of shelter and provisions became increasingly pressing and dominated all Yugoslav-Hungarian contacts in 1957. Joint commissions visited refugee camps in Yugoslavia for months and more or less openly pressured the refugees to return to Hungary. Considering the number of repatriated, it cannot be said that they were overly successful. According to official Yugoslav data and the United Nations' data, from October 23, 1956 to December 31, 1957, 19,857 persons fled to the territory of the Federal People's Republic of Yugoslavia; 16,374 emigrated to the West, only 2,773 persons were repatriated, and 634 refugees integrated into Yugoslav society. Only with the decisive aid of international organisations, primarily thanks to the High Commission for Refugees of the United Nations and the International Committee for European Migrations, Yugoslav authorities solved the refugee problem early in 1958.


After another stagnation of bilateral relations caused by the breach of the agreement between Kádár and Vidić, the first Yugoslav-Hungarian summit took place in the spring of 1958 when the Nagy, Losonczy, and comrades' trial for treason was already under way. It seemed that the Yugoslav-Hungarian relations were on an up-slope. Talks between the Hungarian state delegation, led by János Kádár, and a Yugoslav delegation, headed by Josip Broz, took place in Karadjordjevo on March 27, 1958. Kádár positively appraised the development of bilateral relations during the previous nine months and stated that conditions for closer party cooperation were ready. Referring to Nagy, he stressed that the Hungarians considered the case politically and ideologically very important, but virtually closed, and that they would not allow that the question caused another confrontation between their countries. Evdard Kardelj then presented the Yugoslav stance that Imre Nagy's trial would  be injurious to their mutual relations, and Kádár asured that he would take that into account.
 However, two months later, Nagy and others were decreed guilty: Nagy and four of his comrades-in-arms were sentenced to death and immediately executed.
  By this act, the Soviets actually put a  point final on the  Hungarian revolution of 1956.


It is beyond doubt that the “Nagy affair” damaged the Yugoslav-Soviet relations more than the Yugoslav-Hungarian relations. As Tito did not want any major confrontation with Khrushchev and, after his Pula speech, he never went any further in criticising the Soviets, the deteriorated diplomatic relations were primarily a result of the Soviet leadership’s assessment, early in 1958, that Yugoslavia would never return to the Eastern Block. Probably even more unacceptable from the Soviet viewpoint was its increasingly active leading role among countries which a few years later formally founded the Non-allied Movement.     
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